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論壇五 Session 5  
The Problems and Challenges of Starting Sex Worker-oriented Service 
Projects in Shenzhen 
LIN Binbin 
Translated by Sonia WONG Yuk Ying 
 
1)  The Present Situation of Sex Workers in Shenzhen 
1.1) Types and venues: 
• Street Prostitutes 
• Salons (hair-washing service) 
• Foot massage shops and Massage parlors 
• Family-style private clubs 
• Hotels 
• Large scale Karaoke lounges  
1.2) Services: 
• Massage (therapeutic massage treatments, massage with breasts, etc.) 
• Da-pao (vaginal intercourse) 
• Blow job  
• Hand job  
• Chatting 
• Kissing 
• Zuo-tai, chu-tai (Hostess drinking, singing, etc. with costumers at Karaoke 
lounges and clubs) 
1.3) Price: 
 The price can be roughly divided by the “class / grade”: 
 The average price for service offered by street prostitutes ranges from 
RMB 40-60, while that of the street prostitutes working in parks goes even 
lower to RMB 10-20. 
 For those working in salons and family-style private clubs, the average 
charge is RMB 100-150. 
1.4) Income division (between the sex workers and the owner / employer): 
• Salons: 30% to the boss, 70% to the sex worker 
• Street prostitutes need to hand in a standard fee of RMB 150-300 (per 
day), per week, or RMB 3000 per month, to the boss 
• Massage parlor or foot massage shops: For normal massage service, 50% 
to the boss, 50% to the sex worker 
1.5) Features of Sex Workers in Shenzhen:  
 High level of population mobility 
 Large number of “part-time” or “freelance” sex workers 
1.6) Problems faced by Sex Workers in Shenzhen:  
• Frequent raiding by law-enforcement bodies 
• Violent treatments 
• Difficult access to proper medical service 
2)  The Situation of the Shenzhen Project 
The sex-worker-oriented project of the Shenzhen Information Centre was 
launched in July, 2011, and is still running. 
The 3-year project is divided into 2 parts: the first is targeted at the sex workers: 
to reduce harm caused by various forms of violence, health and medical 
support, and consultation service providing information and advices for sex 
workers aiming to go abroad; the second part of the project is targeted at the 
general public, including public education programs in communities and high 
schools, as well as recruitment of interns. 
3) What can we do in the face of fierce governmental actions against 
prostitution? 
In China, both the selling and buying of sex are illegal, and government 
crackdown (“Yan-da”) has become a matter-of-fact occupational hazard for the 
female sex workers. The recent large scale raiding started in Dongguan, and 
spread to the rest of the country, affecting, of course, the livelihoods of the sex 
workers in Shenzhen. In the face of such governmental actions against 
prostitution, it is difficult for any organization to help the sex workers or to 
improve the situation, since the daily operation of the organization is also 
affected.  
4) What is the aim of these service projects in the long run? How do we 
evaluate our work year by year? 
Since our work is supported by different foundations by individual project 
grants, even though there are long-term goals, the actual services we are able 
to provide is still limited by the span of each grant. In the annual project 
evaluations, we measure the effectiveness of our work by 3 main criteria: the 
interaction between the organization and the sex workers, the number of cases 
we come into contact with, and the involvement and participation of the sex 
workers in the organization’s activities. 
5)  What challenges do we face? 
5.1) The difficulties in building relationship: mobility of population; visibility; 
modes of business operation  
Sex work is not a high profile business, the difficulties in contacting the sex 
workers and establishing a trusting relationship have always been major 
obstacles in our work. In the unique context of Shenzhen, these challenges are 
exemplified.  
First of all, the working population of female sex workers in Shenzhen is highly 
mobile. A significant portion of the population of Shenzhen is made up of 
migrant workers; female sex workers in Shenzhen come from all parts of China 
(as well as from other countries), people come and go every day. Most of them 
see Shenzhen as a stepping-stone or a terminal for them to move on. There 
are 3 major modes of movement, first, moving beyond China, to nearby places 
such as Hong Kong, Macau, Malaysia, Singapore, etc.; second, moving within 
China, to other cities; third, intra-city movement, within different districts and 
regions of the city of Shenzhen. The mobility of the population makes it very 
difficult for the organization to establish any stable relationship with the sex 
workers.  
Secondly, governmental crackdown on prostitution is fierce (“Yan-da”), 
resulting in the ever-more low visibility of sex workers. There has been 
continuous Yan-da efforts targeting female sex workers all over China. Raiding 
is especially serious during major holidays and festival, governmental 
meetings and events, and Shenzhen is no exception. During the “Yan-da” 
period, female sex workers are basically no where to be found. They are too 
afraid to go to work, so they usually just stay at their rooms and operate their 
business over the phone with regular clients; or for some business owners, 
they would close their shops, go out and liaise on behalf of the sex workers 
before bringing the customers back to the “rooms”. As a result of Yan-da, both 
the sex workers and the business owners are very careful and choose to lay 
low, it is very difficult for our outreach staff to really meet the sex workers in 
person. We understand that our service rely much on patience and chance. 
But luckily, thanks to some business owners who are on friendly terms with us, 
our newsletters and gifts can still reach the hands of the sex workers. We are 
most grateful for their encouragement and help. 
Thirdly, types of business operation are diverse, often very inconspicuous. 
There is a huge variety of business types within the Shenzhen sex industry, 
one need to only look at the lower income sector of the trade, which consist of 
more traditional hookers, salons, clubs, karaoke, to newer ones like the 
restaurant-lounge model (first floor restaurant, sex workers will keep the 
customers company for dinner and drinks, and the second floor would be 
Karaoke lounge), and even newer ones, in the form of “family-style clubs”. For 
the “family-style clubs”, the business owner would rent a flat, with two to three 
bedrooms, and average three to five sex workers would be on call. The sex 
workers would be stationing at the apartment while the owner would solicit 
downstairs or over the phone, and the customers would choose the sex 
workers at the apartment. Some of the sex worker working at these clubs are 
working part-time, usually working as junior clerks or factory workers during 
daytime, and as sex workers at night, or over weekends. These female sex 
workers often avoid contact with anyone other than the business owners and 
the clients, since they wish to keep their part-time jobs a secret. This makes it 
even harder for our staff to be in contact with them.  
5.2) Ambiguous legal status of the organization – regular business registration, 
difficult to register as NGO or charitable organization  
At the moment, Ban Zhi Lian is currently registered under regular business 
registration. As we are, in reality, operating as a non-profitable NGO, we do not 
have any income, and we dutifully report our financial status for taxation. Yet 
this could be a problem when the industry and finance departments go through 
our account, we might face the termination of our business registration, which, 
if really took place, would put the organization and the staff in a distress, since 
we would not be able to pay for social security of any form.  
Despite the many challenges we face, we have been working towards the goal 
of registering as NGO or charitable organization. Yet, in order to register as a 
NGO, the government regulation requires that the NGO be subordinate under 
a larger service unit, and should be authorized officially to be operating under 
its name, which makes it almost impossible for us to get approved. Luckily, in 
early 2013, we receive the encouraging news about Pingshan New District 
(Shenzhen) beginning to adopt  a more open and proactive policy promoting 
social service, and they have loosen the regulations for registration, therefore 
we are working on applying again in that area.  
5.3) Limited Resources 
Ban Zhi Lian centre currently provides free cervical cancer test for female 
sex workers. The service is launched with the help of Ziteng (Note: the first 
NGO in Hong Kong serving sex workers), they provided the tools for the test, 
and also a volunteer with medical training. The volunteer visits our centre in 
Shenzhen regularly to conduct the tests for the sex workers. Even though 
Ziteng has kindly offered us their help, yet they are also suffering from the 
shortage of resources. In order to provide this service in the long-run, we 
would need to find a local partner in Shenzhen, yet for the time being, due to 
our connection limited connection in the medical sector, we are still relying on 
Zi Teng’s assistance.   
On the other hand, even though we have established working networks with 
other sex-worker-oriented NGOs from Hong Kong and Macau, maintaining a 
constant exchange of information and cases; yet in recent years, as more and 
more sex workers are traveling to places like Malaysia, Singapore, Russia, and 
even Germany, there is an urge for us to expend our service, and collaborate 
with NGOs overseas, but due to the limitation in resources, we are lagging 
behind in this aspect, not being able to provide more timely and direct aid to 
Chinese female sex-workers in those places. 
5.4) Challenges related to Public Education 
 Ban Zhi Lian seizes every chance to educate the public in hope of 
combating stigmatization and discrimination against female sex workers. One 
way of doing it is through community education program on STDs and sexual 
health. By reducing the stigmatism related to STDs, it is hope that we could 
reduce discrimination faced by sex workers when they seek medical care.  
 Even though we have now established a working relationship with a social 
service unit, and had organized two community education events (mainly 
about STDs and the promotion of information related sexual health), we often 
face challenges when contacting local communities – since we are not officially 
registered as NGO or charitable organization, our projects are often mistaken 
as cons or frauds. We face the same challenge when trying to communal 
service units. It is indeed very difficult for us to launch any service projects in 
local communities on our own, much assistance from local working partners is 
needed. 
5.5) Limited funding – the sustainability of service is at stake  
Ever since our establishment in 2011, the Ban Zhi Lian centre has been 
applying for funding on project basis from a single funding body. Yet, the 
reliance on a sole funding body also means that the future of the organization 
is at risk, should the funder decide to withdraw their funding one day. We are 
constantly reaching out to new funding opportunities, yet funding bodies that 
are willing to support sex-workers-oriented services are rare, furthermore, in 
the global scene, the funding opportunities supporting AIDS work in China is 
shrinking, which threatens the continual survival of the organization, and the 
prospect of any future development is bleak. 
 
